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Not unlike the amitraty, but existing in a quite different culture, is the
latah, found in Malaysia. The sudden onset of this curious behavior evi-
dently arises from some kind of shock. The individuals completely lose
their poise and self-control. There is a state of hyperimitativeness, often
an outpouring of obscene, tabooed language, vocalizations of repressed
erotic wishes, and a heightened suggestibility, but of a quite involuntary
sort. It is said that these symptoms occur almost entirely among women.
The disease is rarely or never found among children. Although it occurs
in all classes, it is found rather more frequently in women servants and
others in socially subordinate positions. Sometimes persons known to be
susceptible to latah are victimized by others, who would amuse them-
selves by making a sudden noise and then gesticulating or speaking in
absurd ways, thus setting off a curious stereotyped round of imitative
actions in the victims. (On latah see Czaplicka, 1914; and van Loon,
1927.)
In our own society the role of the hysteric has varied greatly. In Chris-
tian history many religious mystics presented symptoms of hysteria and
heightened suggestibility, but their behavior fell within certain limits
which were tolerated at the time. Today, in the light of modern medicine
and the growing loss of religious faith, such persons would be considered
subjects for psychiatric advice or perhaps institutional care. Yet even now
in Christian countries hysterical persons belonging to certain religious
sects may acquire acceptable roles and status as mystics.
The dancing manias of the late Middle Ages and early modern period had many
features in common with the hysteria and great suggestibility found not only among
Arctic peoples but elsewhere. With our Christian ancestors the dancing manias were
accepted as evidences of an outpouring of the divine spirit. In the same manner many
hysterical manifestations appeared, and still appear, in Protestant revivals. These
may be considered within the cultural norm, at least among those groups who have the
general pattern of revivalism as an accepted manner of religious experience. Nearly
all the hysterical symptoms noted among primitive people of in modern hospitals are
paralleled here: dissociation, amnesia for the episode, echolalia, echopraxia, mimicry
of animals, such as barking like dogs or crawling on all fours, jumping up and down,
cataleptic and hysterioepileptic features, speaking in tongues, and the like. (See
Cleveland, 1916). Such behavior may be found today among certain of our more
divergent sectarian groups.
More violent hysterical behavior is witnessed in the rnno\ among the
Malays. This maniacal outbreak has given rise to our expression "run-
ning amuck." For no apparent reason a man will be seized with a sud-
den frenzy and take up his creese or other weapon and attack, wound,
and frequently kill anyone who happens to stand in his way. Often his
family and neighbors are among his victims. This rage usually lasts until
the maniac himself is killed. Such seizures are not unknown in other